This paper reports on an evaluation carried out on behalf of the Scottish Library and Information Council (SLIC) of a Scottish Executive initiative to fund a year's use of a major commercial digital library service called SCRAN throughout public libraries in Scotland. The methodology used for investigating value for money aspects, content and nature of the service, users and usage patterns, the effects of intermediaries (staff in public libraries), the training of those intermediaries and project rollout is given. Conclusions are presented about SCRAN usage and user and public library staff reactions.
Introduction
Even after a decade of intensive research and development activity, evaluation of large-scale digital library application and use still remains problematic. The ultimate goal of a digital library evaluation is to study how digital libraries are impacting on, and hopefully transforming, information seeking and use, research, education, learning and indeed the very lives of users. Several online bibliographies on digital library evaluation are now available (see for example, [20, 21, 22] . This paper reports on a recently completed large-scale evaluation of a major commercial digital library service called SCRAN (http://www.scran.ac.uk). This evaluation is unique for a number of reasons. First, it is an evaluation study of a large, nationwide, commercial digital library service, which was funded by the Scottish Executive to provide a specific range of services for all Scottish public libraries for one year, with the total cost of the project amounting to £123,900. Second, the outcome of the evaluation would determine whether Scottish Executive funding continued, thus it was necessary to ascertain the success or failure of the initial funding in value for money terms. Third, the evaluation was large-scale in that there are 557 public libraries in Scotland which attract over 31 million visits per annum. We would argue that the funding of access to a commercial digital library service by a national government for all citizens is hitherto a unique event in the development of very large-scale digital library services and needed to be evaluated extremely carefully, bearing in mind the complex social, economic and political aspects of the project. The evaluation however could not follow previously tried and tested well-trodden routes, for example by looking in detail at features like usability of individual pages in controlled conditions using a selected group of volunteers acting as users. It had to survey a large and diverse clientele of public library users to whom a large-scale digital library service was but one of a competing portfolio of services. Users could not be expected to recognize the uniqueness of the digital library service nor would its novelty alone give it any extra weight in their opinions. Public library staff, although being library professionals with an understanding of digital library services, would see it simply as yet another new service they had to support and deliver and would not give it any special treatment, apart from marketing it in the standard way as a new service. Finally, funders would not be looking for the meeting of research aims or achievement of good design but rather on visible take up and usage by the public vis a vis existing services and the reaction expressed by professional public library staff involved in its delivery.
A specific methodology was developed that addressed a number of issues including value for money aspects, content and nature of the service, users and usage patterns, the effects of intermediaries (staff in public libraries), the training of those intermediaries and project rollout. The paper briefly discusses the nature of the SCRAN service followed by the detailed methods used in the evaluation; major findings of the evaluation are then discussed with some critical comments that may be useful for the future design and management of large-scale digital libraries.
Background to SCRAN
SCRAN began in 1996. Its name came from an abbreviation of its initial purpose (Scottish Cultural Resources Access Network) but was also a reference to the Scottish word 'scran', which meant 'food' and 'gather together', very appropriate for a digital cultural portal. Resources were acquired through different stages of growth. The first batch came from Millennium funding in conjunction with the National Museums Service/National Library of Scotland. The actual digitisation of resources was outsourced. The second batch of resources came from NOF (National Opportunities Fund) funding for Resources for Learning in Scotland (http://www.rls.org.uk/). Other organisations provided resources, which SCRAN digitised and mounted and stored for fast access. SCRAN is essentially a federated database of resources from a variety of sources, some of which are commercial organizations, for example The Scotsman and Herald newspapers.
